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Abstract

The underreporting incidents of financial exploitation of older persons committed by family
members in Malaysia is a genuine concern. This study explores older adults’ experience of
financial abuse by family members, the dynamics of their relationship, and how older people
respond to this experience in Malaysia. The study was conducted using a phenomenology
study design via in-depth interviews of eight older adults who were purposively sampled using
snowball sampling. NVivo 12 analysis software was used to perform the thematic analysis.
Seven main themes were identified: cultural expectation and tolerance of abuse, negative
well-being, family comes first, helplessness, coping strategies, positive reappraisal, and self-
reflection. The themes demonstrate the interactions among the components of experiences
of older adults coping with financial abuse by family members and how they chose to respond.
The results reveal the inadequacy of protections available to older adults in Malaysia in the
reporting process, laws, and policy. These results suggest for authorities to consider dilemmas
faced by older victims of financial abuse, especially with regard to underreporting. A clearer
understanding of social realities will help improve social and legal protection frameworks for
victims of financial abuse involving family members in Malaysia.
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Introduction

The World Health Organization (WHQO) has recognized financial abuse as a type of abuse
experienced particularly by older people (Price et al., 2011). They define financial abuse as
the “illegal or improper exploitation or use of funds or other resources of the older person”
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(WHO, 2002, p. 3). Elder financial abuse is understood as such conduct being committed
against an individual who is 60 years of age or older. Though the definition of older person
differs from one country to another, in most countriesit is usually retirement age.

Financial abuse is present in both rural and urban areas in Malaysia. Based on a report from
a longitudinal study conducted in 2016 that focused on a rural area in Kuala Pilah, in the state
of Negeri Sembilan, financial abuse was reported as the second most common form of abuse
among its residents (Yunus et al., 2017). In a pilot study conducted with urban poor in Kuala
Lumpur, it was found that 6.2% of older people had experienced financial abuse, making it
the most common type of abuse after psychological abuse among the elder (Sooryanarayana
et al., 2017). Reports have shown the limited availability of data regarding abuse and neglect
of older people and the high probability that the number increases every year (Ahmed et al.,
2016; Bidin & Yusoff, 2015).

The notion that elder abuse cases are underreported resonates in the literature (Dessin, 2003;
Moskowitz, 1998; Rabiner et al., 2004). Financial abuse or exploitation incidents, in particular,
create even more difficulties in detection and reporting There seems to be a consensus in the
literature that differentiates the types of perpetrators and the chances that incidents will be
reported. The stronger the relationship (a person in a position of trust) between victim and
perpetrator, the lower the chances that an incident will be reported (Met Life Study, 2010;
Jackson & Hafemeister, 2015; Miskovski, 2014). Further, it emphasizes that, if there are no
ties between perpetrator and victim, the more likely an incident is to be reported.
Complicated reporting mechanisms worsen the situation for both thevictims and experts in
the field of elder abuse (Miskovski, 2014), and complex family dynamics can increase the
reluctance of witnesses or victims to report financial exploitation of older persons by family
members. Among the contributing factors are mutual dependency (Dessin, 2000), fear
(Kaspiew et al., 2016; Rabiner et al., 2006), and cultural expectations (Kaspiew et al., 2016).
Emotional stress resulting from the consequences of reporting increases hesitation to notify
the authorities. Other factors, such as lack of awareness of rights and entitlements (Kaspiew
et al., 2016; Doron et al., 2004) and poor wealth management (Setterlund et al., 2007), can
lead to the refusal of older persons to disclose incidents of financial exploitation.

The implications for older persons who are victims of financial exploitation must be highly
emphasized. A two-year population-based study to measure mortality rates among older
Malaysians living in rural areas discovered that death rates were second highest (13%) among
targets of financial abuse, only after those who were victims of psychological abuse (Yunus et
al., 2017). Kaspiew, Carson and Rhodes (2016) and Bagshaw, Wendt, Zannettino, and Adams
(2016) highlight how financial abuse of older persons suffered depletion in their wealth,
experience psychological trauma, and exhibit a decline in quality of life.

Ignoring the problem could cause adverse effects for future members of the older population.
Looking at Malaysia’s demographic transition, as of 2018 the total population had increased
from 31.7 million to 32.4 million, of which 15.3% are over 60 years of age (Department of
Statistics, Malaysia, 2018). The demographic data are in line with the United Nations World
Population Ageing Report (2015), which showed that the growth of the population over 60
years had been accelerating in developing regions. It is clear that the social phenomenon of
elder financial abuse deserves immediate attention to understand the reality of such financial
exploitation by family members.

Through qualitative investigations, this study collected the views of older people to better
understand how they make sense of their experience with financial exploitation. The study
also explored the nature of the relationship they have with family members. This approach
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will provide a deep, contextualized understanding of financial exploitation within the local
context. Understanding the lived experience of older Malaysians who were victims of elder
financial abuse may promote greater understanding among policy makers for developing
effective prevention and intervention measures to eradicate the problem.

Materials and Methods

This study adopted the qualitative phenomenological approach. This method of inquiry
explores human experience and searches for the meanings that people make from their lived
experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Creswell and Creswell (2014) stated that qualitative
research begins with assumptions and the use of an interpretive/theoretical framework that
informs the study of research problems addressing the meaning that individuals or groups
ascribe to social or human problems. It is the nature of a qualitative researcher to “make
sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to them” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011). It is important that data should be collected in a natural setting and be
sensitive to the people and places under study. The inductive data analysis process generated
a pattern or themes for this study. The final report reveals the voices of the participants, the
reflexivity of the researcher, and interpretation of the problem.

Participants and Setting

The study adopted purposive and snowball sampling for participant selection to enable the
gathering of rich and detailed information on the above research questions. The criteria for
participant selection were as follows: (1) the older person experienced some form of financial
exploitation by their family members, (2) the older person was at least 60 years of age, and
(3) the older person must not suffer from any cognitive impairment. The questions for the
interview included demographic data, such as age, sex, previous occupation, source of
income, medical condition, living arrangement, current relationship status, and number of
children, as well as the form of financial exploitation experienced. This study did not require
participants to be in an institutional setting or living in an organized community because,
although financial exploitation incidents occur within residential homes, based on the
literature, the implications of such incidents may alter the living arrangements of the older
persons. The in-depth interviews were conducted face to face. The interviewer utilized a
predetermined set of interview questions. Average interview length was 40 minutes to 1
hour, and the interviews were held at a location that was convenient for the participants.

Data Collection and Analysis

In this study, participants were identified to have experienced any act of financial abuse by
family members since turning age 60 years. Participants responding positively or giving insight
into financial abuse incidents were seen as an indicator that they had experienced a financial
abuse incident at least once in their lives. These participants were invited for a further in-
depthinterview. To ensure that participants were not cognitively impaired, the study included
an initial screening of the cognitive ability of participants conducted using the Elderly
Cognitive Assessment Questionnaire. This questionnaire was developed to assess cognitive
impairment among elderly people in developing countries and has been validated for use with
the local population in this study (Sherina et al., 2004). During the interviews, responses to
the open-ended questions by the participants were recorded using audio devices (with
permission obtained), observations, and field notes. Immediately after the completion of
each interview session, the audio tapes were transcribed and verified with the field notes to
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ensure that the interviewer had a full understanding of the content within the context of the
participants’ perspectives. Raw data were transcribed into text. Codes were analytically
developed or inductively identified in the data and affixed to sets of notes and transcript
pages. These codes then were organized into categories and labels. This process utilized
computer analysis of qualitative data using NVivo. Validation of data findings was done
through the processes of triangulation, member checking, and external audit.

Findings

A total of eight participants completed the interviews. As shown in Table 1, participants’ ages
ranged from 61 to 86 years. There were five female participants and three male participants.
Most identified as Muslim, while only one participant identified as a Hindu. The race of the
participants included five Malays, two Indians, and one Chinese. The marriage status of the
participants was three widows, one not married, and the rest divorced. None of the
participants had graduated at the tertiary level. Only two participants had completed high
school, and the rest did not finish primary school. Most of them described their overall
physical health as healthy and moderate with normal old-age illnesses. Their current place of
residence was mostly living in welfare homes or paid care centers. Only two of the participants
lived in their own home. Each interview was recorded, and those recordings, together with
the other data, produced findings that were used to answer the research questions. The
results revealed that participant’s views included both positive and negative components. The
participants accentuated their experience with financial exploitation by family members
through the following themes: (1) “cultural expectations and tolerance of abuse,” (2)
“negative well-being,” (3) “family comes first,” (4) “helplessness,” (5) “coping strategies,” (6)
“positive reappraisal,” and (7) “self-reflection.”

“Cultural Expectations and Tolerance of Abuse”

The participants had all tolerated the financial abuse in some way, due to culture or family
practice. It is interesting that tolerance was practiced from multiple angles by the participants.
Some participants expected and tolerated the attitudes of family members because of an
existing parent—child relationship and cultural expectations. P1 was pressured by her son and
reluctantly decided to create debts on his behalf because she felt that caring for him was
partly her responsibility as a mother. P4 shared similar motherly feelings when she tolerated
and met her adult child’s demands and generously gave out money to her adult son with full
knowledge that it would be detrimental to her financial situation. P3 embodied this
experience by believing that he was a burden to his own family due to his disability. He
tolerated the unauthorized withdrawals made to his account by his adult son. P7 tolerated
the stealing of jewelry and being deceived by her siblings, who withdrew her life savings, due
to her dependency on those family members.

“Negative Well-Being”

The participants portrayed how the financial exploitation experience had affected them in
different aspects of their life. Evidence of a decrease in quality of life after being a victim of
financial abuse included financial insufficiency, disturbed emotions, and a decline in their
physical and social health. P4 confessed that she does not have enough savings for old age.
At 61 years of age, she could not enjoy her savings or hard-earned money, and her expectation
for her daughter to pay her debt was also unmet. Negative well-being was also described by
P6, who made the needs of her grandchildren the main priority despite her unstable income.
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Caring for four grandchildren affected her livelihood, especially her physical and mental
health. P2 expressed his sadness about his lack of savings resulting from the deceitful financial
arrangement with his brothers that led to him residing in a shelter home. Negative well-being
also revealed emotional pain and psychological trauma experienced by the participants. P3
expressed feelings of extreme anger toward his children for taking his money without
permission. P7 suffered severe trauma and depression and was forced to leave her house
after all of her money and jewelry was stolen by her siblings. Negative well-being includes
social isolation resulting from being removed from the environment in which the participants
lived. P2 missed his friends and his house after moving to a shelter house. P1 described that
she had to deal with negative judgments and stigmas from her relatives when she borrowed
money from them to meet the unnecessary demands of her son, and she had broken all
relationship ties until all loans were fully paid. P5 admitted that her social life, for example,
traveling and religious activity at the mosque, needed to be put on hold because all of her
focus was placed on tending to the needs of her grandchildren. Being a victim of financial
exploitation has resulted in low self-worth, and the participants believed that it had lowered
their social status in the community. P3 and P2 believed that it has become a norm within
society that you need to have something to offer to be treated nicely. Participants also shared
the common experience of how a decline in physical health has affected them after
experiencing elder financial abuse by family members.

“Family Comes First”

The third theme evidenced how older people give meaning to the financial abuse experience
by upholding the value of family preservation. This value has been the central idea that binds
older people to their family. Almost all participants’ stories had elements in common,
particularly putting their family first in all financial abuse circumstances. P1 believed that
borrowing money from her siblings to meet the unnecessary demands of her adult son was
putting her family first. P2 described his act of lending money to his siblings as family sacrifice.
P4 felt that she had to continue parenting her adult children, believing that they still needed
her help due to their unstable employment. P5 mentioned that she needed to be the parent
for her grandchildren because their own parents were not capable of raising them. This theme
also resonates with the way that participants managed their responses to the financial abuse
incidents when they were asked why they chose to keep silent.

“Helplessness”

The fourth theme gathered from the data is helplessness. Helplessness in this context is best
described as how participants were unable to defend or remove themselves from being in the
environment of financial exploitation by family members. Helpless conduct was experienced
in various situations. First, the participants described the limited options available to them in
their contextual situation that made them vulnerable as victims. In most cases, the
participants depended on and trusted the perpetrators. P4 described how she lived with her
daughter and son-in-law, and how her frequent contact with her adult sons made her
vulnerable to the act of “borrowing money” by her children. P7 described how being an older
woman, unmarried and uneducated, made her socially isolated from other people; her high
dependency on her family made her an easy target. P6 explained that, after the death of his
wife, he depended on his relatives because of his poor health condition. P8 also expressed
that, since she is childless, after the death of her husband she had no one to care for her
except for her niece.
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Second, the participants expressed how they were trapped in the environment during the
financial abuse incidents. They elaborated that, when they were asked how they dealt with
situation, some agreed that they felt conflicted. This was even more true if the perpetrator
involved adult children. This can be seen when participants either refused or were reluctant
to disclose such incidents to other people. Some would only feel comfortable telling close
friends, and they accepted that nothing could change their fate. Participants expressed that
they would feel guilty if their loved ones were punished for the incident. P7 described how
she preferred to forgive when her social worker tried to persuade her to press charges against
her siblings for stealing. She believed that reciprocal legal punishment is not the best solution,
and such an action would make her no different than her abuser. P8 felt that, in a situation
where she has been victimized, even if reports were made, the remedy available is not
sufficient for asset recovery. Participants also shared the complicated procedure for reporting
and expressed concern about the cost of legal action. Helpless feelings were also expressed
when participants faced negative comments and judgments by other people for being a victim
of financial abuse by their own adult children.

“Coping Strategies”

Participants were asked how they responded to the financial abuse experience, and their
responses revealed conflicting judgments that they made in response to the incidents. When
participants were given a hypothetical situation of an older person being a victim of financial
abuse by their own family members, seven out of eight participants felt that the most
appropriate thing to do was to report the incident to the authorities. However, when
participants were asked how they responded to their own experience, most opted for
alternative solutions, for example, educating and creating awareness among the younger
generation. Though P3 expressed how he was disappointed with his children, he blamed
himself for what happened. He believed that self-blame was the easiest way to accept the
situation. P8 blamed her niece and believed that her niece did not have pure intentions in
their relationship. She felt that her niece had always been after her property. Thus, putting
the blame on her perpetrator made it easier to cope with the situation. P4 assured herself
that she was helping out her adult children in order to be accepted by them. The lack of a
support system encouraged a systemic response by the participants. They tended to blame
themselves or blame others for what happened, and they had no avenue to go down for
support in dealing with their problem.

“Positive Reappraisal”

Positive reappraisal is an adaptive process by which stressful events are reconstrued as
benign, valuable, or beneficial. This involves one’s belief and value systems. Belief and value
systems are mostly influenced by one’s religion, traditions, and culture. P4 endured her
experience by accepting that it was fate and ordained by God. She believed that living with
contentment and gratitude was the way to move forward. Similarly, P3 believed that his
experience was the result of God’s will. He felt that it was easier to accept fate with grace,
rather than blaming others or the system. P5 explained her experience by highlighting the
importance of hope and faith in God. She mentioned that she really believed that she could
feel God’s presence surrounding her when she received assistance from other people, and
she sought relief from God. When P8 was asked why she did not disclose her niece’s conduct
to authorities, she answered in a simple but meaningful way: that it is better to let go and
focus on the afterlife.
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“Self-Reflection”

Participants processed financial abuse by family through personal reflections. P4
remembered how her neighbor was once a victim of financial abuse by her daughter. She
knew that some people in her community had experienced elder financial abuse, but she
chose not to do anything about it. When asked why, she responded that it would be an
invasion of privacy. P1 remembered how her experience taught her a lesson to prioritize
herself. That experience taught her to educate her children on financial responsibility. Most
participants mentioned the importance of empowering older people in financial literacy. P3
mentioned that he learned not to trust other people in managing financial affairs. P3 wished
that other older people would learn the lesson he did. Empowering older people to be
financially independent was a goal that was also shared by P7 and P2. P7 hoped that fellow
older people would learn from her mistake and not become victims. P2 also wished that older
people would practice financial prudence. He believed that, at the end of the day, nobody but
yourself will help you in the event of financial difficulty. Participants also mentioned that they
were uncertain of their future. Fear of the future, for P4, meant anticipating her adult
children’s future without her financial support. Similarly, for P5, fear of the future meant that
she wondered who would take care of her grandchildren when she is no longer around.

Discussion

This study adds to the limited research that explores elder financial abuse among Malaysians.
Some may regard this social problem as not deserving greater attention due to the limited
number of cases reported. However, the approach of “no news is good news” does not reflect
the social realities of the elder financial abuse phenomenon in Malaysia. The present study
discovered critical matters that need urgent review to improve social and legal protection
frameworks for victims of financial exploitation cases involving family members.

This study’s findings reinforce the literature on the complicated family dynamic between
victims and perpetrators that greatly influences how victims experience and deal with these
incidents. Cultural expectations and tolerance of abuse described how participants felt
trapped in an environment where they were expected to tolerate an act of financial abuse
under the pretext of culture, tradition, and valued role expectations rooted in the deep values
of the family. The complex interpersonal relationships between the perpetrators and the
older victims are usually culturally constructed. These results are corroborated in the
literature on the importance of cultural context and interpersonal relationships, which are
normally culturally constructed in the Asian population (Tan et al., 2020; Yan et al. 2014).
Tolerance of the financial abuse often caused the victims to suffer financial burdens, though
they failed to view it as such because of the bond they share with their children. Different
views on the act of borrowing money were discussed in Milhaljsic and Lowndes (2013), and
they illustrate how the attachment bond and types of relationships influenced how older
people treated the act of giving a loan; many gave with the expectation of not being repaid,
especially if the loan was to their own children (Milhaljsic & Lowndes, 2013). This was
supported by research conducted in the United States among Korean elderly immigrants,
where adult children taking money without their elderly parents’ permission or choosing not
to repay borrowed funds was the second most common definition of financial abuse (Lee et
al., 2012; Chang & Moon, 1997). In the present study, tolerance by the participants of the
unnecessary demands by their adult children or siblings showed how participants were left
with no choice but to believe that such behavior was expected of them in exercising their
duties as parents or older siblings.
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Jervis et al (2017) discussed how inappropriate demands by adult children, especially related
to childcare and have emerged as salient concerns. Adult children are believed to exploit their
older parents by draining the financial resources in raising grandchildren. A study of Native
elders explained how culturally prescribed and valued role expectations, which include close
relationships between grandparents and grandchildren, cloud their judgment. The Native
elders who provide for their family while ignoring their own needs do not see such acts as
abusive (Jervis et al., 2017). Culture in Serbian families is also influenced by strong patriarchal
ideology where parents are expected to sacrifice their own needs to support their children;
this is especially true for women who are expected to devote their lives to caring for their
grandchildren (Petrusic et al., 2015). This culture of self-sacrifice has contributed to the low
recognition and reporting of elder financial abuse in Serbia. This study also revealed how
participants expressed their high tolerance for financial abuse due to their dependence on
their family members for their living arrangements and assistance. The high tolerance of
elderly parents toward their adult children’s aggressive and demanding behavior involving
monetary abuse was related to their feelings of guilt and their obligation to provide financial
assistance to their adult children and grandchildren (Bagshaw et al., 2013). High tolerance in
an abuse situation also reflects the desire of parents to protect their offspring regardless of
the adult children’s abusive behavior (Bagshaw et al., 2013; Jackson & Hafemeister, 2015).
The findings of this qualitative study showed that participants experience a low quality of life
resulting from the financial-abuse experience. The negative impacts described by the
participants included limited financial means, emotional stress, poor social interaction, and
declining physical health, and some participants were even neglected or abandoned by their
family members. Rabiner et al (2004), in developing the conceptual model for financial abuse,
discussed how financial abuse of older persons had long-term effects on them, especially on
the emotional well-being of the victim and the perpetrator, the durability of the caregiving
relationship, and the victim’s sense of security and trust. It is also important to consider the
suggestion by Sanchez (1997) that the effect of financial exploitation on an older victim may
have a greater impact in the long run. Financial implications may also include older people’s
ability to be mobile and independent, and their limited purchasing power, which is vital for
their livelihood. According to Yunus et al. (2017), this may have contributed to the increase in
cases where victims experience deteriorating living conditions and the worsening of an
existing illness or even death. The worsening of an illness may have negative implications for
the victim’s physical well-being.

Often, financial exploitation is also associated with self-neglect and emotional abuse (Mardan
et al., 2014). Emotional effects can appear in the form of embarrassment, stigmas, and
psychological trauma (Rabiner et al., 2005; Dessin, 2000). According to Dong et al (2011),
Chinese older adults may hold higher emotional expectations based on their traditional belief
in the filial system. Thus, they may be more prone to emotional distress. According to Barjose
and Aranas (2016), a study conducted by the Hong Kong Christian Service (2004) found that
many participants expressed how shameful it was for them to disclose to other people the
abuse by their own children. They felt that certain matters may be regarded as private and
must not be known to other people in order to “save face.” Hightower et al (2006) emphasized
how emotional repression built up within victims of abuse who did not manage to reap the
benefits of their older age; after building their lives, raising children, and establishing a home,
they had to completely restart their life as a victim of abuse.

The study also discovered that participants’ well-being was reduced by having to spend their
old age in a shelter home, mostly drained of financial resources because of the financial
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exploitation by family members. This was evidenced in studies where social losses were
described as leaving a neighborhood and community that had been part of their life. The
relationships with family members were broken, often out of fear of vengeance, and the older
victims could no longer be part of the community due to their need to separate from their
family members (Hightower et al., 2006). This was supported in research that found that
victims will question their own financial capabilities and may suffer stress and be isolated
from family and friends (Deem, 2000); worse, financial exploitation victims may suffer from
depression, hopelessness, or even consider suicide (Nerenberg & Goldman, 1999; Rabiner et
al., 2004). This study also illustrated the complicated nature of relationships between the
participants and the perpetrators. These interactions directly influenced the participants’
experiences and how they responded to the financial abuse. The nature of the relationship
and the family dynamics between the victims and their relatives has become inextricably
intertwined as factors in elder financial abuse (Jackson & Hafemeister, 2015; Rabiner et al.,
2005; Dessin, 2000).

Almost all participants in the present study shared the experience of putting family before
their own needs. This act was reflected in their experience which involves relationship of
trust, dependency, family expectations, and isolation. Further, relationship dynamics
between perpetrator and victim could also be assessed by looking at the unequal status of
perpetrator and victim, patterns of interaction over time, and the reciprocal nature of their
relationship (Conrad et al., 2010; Kemp & Mosqueda, 2005; Rabiner et al., 2004; Wilber &
Reynolds, 1997). The practice of putting family first was discovered in various localities and
populations, as illustrated in many studies. Aborigines in Australia emphasized sharing
resources among familial and community networks (Kaspiew et al., 2016). Financial transfers
and gifts from parents to adult children are considered normal occurrences and, in some
situations in Mexican culture, they are expected (Moon & Benton, 2000; Sanchez, 1997).
Jarvis et al (2017) found that Native elders experienced clouded judgment in situations where
they were asked to provide for the families. They did not see this act as abusive, even if it
would cause them to deprive themselves and deny their own needs. Similarly, in a study in
Australia, older people seemed to accept the illegal practice of family members being their
asset managers; reasons included family loyalty, needing assistance, and social isolation
(Setterlund et al., 2007). Women in Serbia were expected to devote their time in old age to
care and provide support for their grandchildren, including taking responsibility for household
chores in their adult children’s home. This sort of attitude, known as a culture of “self-
sacrifice,” may be contributing to the low reporting and low recognition of financial abuse in
Serbia (Petrusic et al., 2015). Jervis et al (2017) argue that, in the literature, family sacrifice
may be rooted in long-standing traditional practice in a particular society. The idea of putting
family first embraces the “family preservation” principle. This was explained by Weiner
(1991), who stated that family preservation is the main priority, and there is a lack of reporting
or disclosing elder abuse in rural communities in order to avoid shame. The findings revealed
that it is easier to prosecute non-related perpetrators because no emotional investment was
involved, as compared to cases that involved family members. Evidence of family preservation
was also provided in Phelan et al (2018). The success of a case involving elder financial abuse
is determined by the relationship between the perpetrator and victim. Often, case resolution
fails when the older person wishes to sustain the relationship they had with the perpetrator.
The most striking result to emerge from the data is that older people felt helpless and
powerless in their experience with financial exploitation by family members. The findings
provide evidence that the state of helplessness was observed among all participants.
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Participants displayed helplessness in one of two contexts: first, the situational context, and
second, the lack of a support system for seeking help with financial abuse. Situational factors,
such as old age, social isolation, extreme dependence and frailty, severe mental and/or
physical illness, being a widowed female, and low financial management skills, raise the
chances of elder financial exploitation (Acierno et al., 2010; Dessin, 2000). From the present
study, participants displayed situational factors, such as dependency, co-residence, and
cultural expectations. With no reciprocal exchanges transferred from older parents or adult
children in relation to caregiving activities or financial assistance, status inequality may prevail
and increase the chances of abuse (Kaspiew et al., 2016). This study supported earlier work
conducted in Australia where the risk factors for abuse of the participant by her adult son
increased with her dependency on her son, as well as her son’s sense of entitlement to her
properties and other assets (Wendt et al.,, 2015; Bagshaw, 2013). Situational factors can
contribute to the vulnerability of older persons, particularly when they are related to the
advancement of technology, such as the use of online transactions, including internet banking
and other electronic money-transfer methods (Rabiner et al., 2006). This finding also agrees
relatively well with the observed lower chances of reporting abuse to avoid the withdrawal
of care by family members (Jackson & Hafemeister, 2015).

Lack of a support system for seeking help can be explained by inadequate legal protections
available to the victims, which contributes to the silence and underreporting. Complicated
reporting mechanisms were important where participants felt that their physical health and
financial position limited them from completing the reporting process. The participants’
worries about the ability to afford the expensive legal costs and the ability of family members
to repay the economic loss have also been reported in past studies (Dessin, 2006; Lee et al.,
2011; Dong et al., 2011). Research by Tilse et al. (2005) mentioned that legal redress is often
unattainable. The other limitation that hinders victims from pursuing justice is the priority to
maintain a relationship with the perpetrator; often, victims believe that this is more important
than pursuing justice.

Another systemic failure in providing legal protection to victims of elder financial abuse is
when the burden to prove an act of abuse must be borne by the victims. The detection of
financial exploitation is not as easy as with physical abuse (Moskowitz, 1998). Financial
exploitation is committed within private settings. Further, the admissibility of evidence given
by old, frail, and sick victims is often challenged in court and doubted by other family
members. Seagal and Doron (2019) posit that negative reactions from family members may
intensify self-blame, loss of confidence, lack of energy, and helplessness. These behaviors can
be termed “self-imposed ageism” (Doron & Apter, 2010). It was observed that participants
also felt helpless subsequent to the financial exploitation incidents. The findings provide
evidence that lack of knowledge and a poor support system influence the refusal to disclose
the act of financial abuse by family members.

Feelings of distress, often accompanied by a sense of guilt, created a dilemma for participants
between tolerating the abuse and reporting it. Personal reasons, such as embarrassment,
shame, fear, and a desire to maintain family dignity, were also relevant in assessing factors
that reduced reporting by older persons (Rabiner et al., 2004; Dessin, 2000; Weiner, 1991).
This dilemma was observed in the present study when participants displayed positive
attitudes when asked about reporting financial incidents by family members as an
appropriate solution for older victims, but chose to tolerate such incidents when they
involved their own family members. This finding is consistent with research showing that
women are less likely to report any situation of abuse because they hope to protect a family
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relationship or trust relationship, and resort to self-blame and keeping silent (Knight et al.,
2016). A sense of guilt that was compromised by tolerance of the abuse always appeared in
situations where an older person required assistance from their adult children and
grandchildren (Bagshaw et al., 2013). Creating awareness among family members was a more
preferable choice among the participants compared to reporting the incidents to the
authorities. This was supported in a study conducted by Milhaljsic and Lowndes (2013). The
older group preferred to intervene by creating awareness and educating the older people and
adult children. Older Native Americans are more favorable toward reporting financial abuse
cases if there is a court that specializes in elder abuse, especially one that addresses victim
reimbursement (Knight et al., 2016).

This study agrees with the view that elder abuse mirrors the societal arrangements that give
rise to the abuse (Chane & Adamek, 2013; Mysyuk et al., 2013). Bealieu et al. (2015) highlight
the importance of psychosocial support from the community, comprised of volunteers, police,
community centers, and public social services; they also emphasis that a restorative justice
lawyer should be made available to older people who are victims of financial exploitation.
Seagal and Doron (2019) further suggest that positive social support from family members
may influence a victim’s willingness to reach out for professional help upon realizing that they
have become a victim. This study discovered that, due to inadequate social support and the
unpopularity of legal protections available to them, participants were indirectly forced to
embrace “rationalization” and believing in the “higher power” as ways of coping with the
financial exploitation. Victims expressed their feelings knowing that their finances were being
deprived and used inappropriately by the perpetrators, but they claimed that, apart from
being financially deprived, they did not suffer any other negative physical or psychological
implications (Phelan et al., 2018). Similarly, victims of elder financial abuse by family members
rationalized their adult children’s conduct by pointing to their children’s rights of entitlement
over their assets or properties—in other words, that eventually the property will belong to
them (Phelan et al., 2018; Wendt et al., 2015; Bagshaw et al., 2013). Therefore, in this case,
positive reappraisal and rationalization helped participants to redefine the situation of
financial exploitation in a more positive way; by doing this, they may have received benefits
from their stressful experience (Folkman, 2011).

Believing in the higher power indicates how participants develop adaptive coping strategies
through religion. This reflects how a group of women victims of abuse in Canada found peace
through religion, decreasing the importance of the abuse in their lives. Religious faith has
helped them to forget about the abuse act (in this life) and focus on their next life (Hightower
et al., 2006). Harrison et al (2001) explain how religious coping can have positive effects on
individuals’ health, for example, positive psychological adjustment. Religious coping could be
in the form of redefining God’s powers to influence the stressful situation, redefining the
stressor as a punishment from God for the individual’s sins, engaging in religious activities to
shift the focus from the stressor, seeking a sense of connectedness with forces that transcend
the individual, and offering forgiveness through religion to let go of anger, hurt, and fear of
others. This conduct was noted in the results where participants showed forgiveness, blessed
feelings, kindness, and acceptance of their fate in their experience of financial exploitation.
The results are in line with literature that found that self-esteem, life satisfaction, and quality
of life have been associated consistently with positive religious coping (Koenig et al., 1998;
Pargament et al., 1998). Participants also described their regrets and wish for empowerment
of older people, including financial literacy and financial prudence, for a better future. They
mentioned that it is vital for older people to be independent and practice self-love.
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Based on this study, the experiences of older financial victims were silenced by the systemic
failure presented in the legal and social system relating to the rights and protections of the
older person. Currently, the existing framework is inadequate to provide social and financial
support to victims of elder financial abuse should they choose to disclose any act of financial
abuse by their family members. The framework must be enhanced to ensure victims’ physical
and mental health are safeguarded, which includes providing a secure and safe environment
should the victims require relocation, especially if the victims need care services. This study
suggests several potential steps to address these problems.

First, at the policy level, laws that focus on elder abuse must be reviewed. For it to be
effective, the laws must not only protect the older people but also be aged-friendly and
family-friendly. From the perspective of criminal justice, at present, the legal protections
available need to be revisited to strike a balance between justice for the older victims and
maintaining family principles. Family is an emotional unit. Individuals cannot be understood
in isolation from one another but, rather, as part of their family. Therefore, families are
systems of interconnected and interdependent individuals, none of whom can be understood
in isolation from the system (Brown, 1999). It is because of this that this study recommended
revisions to existing legal provisions that govern domestic violence. Based on the participants’
experience, putting your loved one in jail as punishment is not an option, as it defeats the
purpose of the family system.

The present study revealed sub-themes, such as the “attachment bond,” “family
preservation,” “distress,” and “sense of guilt” as justifications for why older Malaysians
hesitated to disclose the incidents to authorities. This can be explained by looking at the legal
provisions available involving elder abuse and financial exploitation. For example, the lack of
a mandatory reporting requirement in Malaysia contributed to the low number of reported
incidents. Despite the fact that the main legislation on domestic violence (the Malaysian
Domestic Violence Act of 1994) provides legal protection for any individuals to supply
information relating to domestic violence to authorities, a lack of mandatory reporting means
that there is no legal obligation for individuals to report the incidents. The process for
obtaining protection orders was improved in 2017; specifically, the law was amended to allow
victims of domestic violence to seek emergency protection orders, either by themselves or
through their counsel or social welfare office, guardian, relative, or the person responsible for
their care. However, with the mechanism in place, there also exists a practice gap for isolated
or physically or mentally impaired victims who might have a harder time placing a call or
visiting the Social Welfare Department to apply for the emergency protection order. More
importantly, an alternative solution to legal proceedings must be made available to stop
family members from continuing the financial abuse.

The present study allowed us to understand the victims’ emotional dilemma of choosing
between self-care, guilt, and breaking family ties. The victims’ fear of the consequences of
reporting is twofold. First, the repercussions of reporting include criminal charges and
penalties for the family member who is the perpetrator. Second, reporting the abuse means
losing a safe and familiar environment desired by the victims, which may result in uncertain
living conditions and anxiety due to separation from their family. Supporting governmental
and non-governmental organizations should develop programs which support older people
who have been victims of abuse; these programs need to be thoughtfully designed to allow
victims to enjoy a high quality of life after the abuse. The support program must offer a safe
and secure environment for the victims to continue to practice active aging in their later years.
A safe residence, old-age economic security, care support, and access to medical care and
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supportive community members must be available for older people to avoid stigmas and
regain their confidence in society.

Second, the need to have first-responder teams of health and social service experts who can
give immediate assistance in any suspected or substantiated cases of elder financial abuse
may encourage victims or individuals to come forward and disclose any incidents in the
community. These first-responder teams may be officers from the primary health care, social
welfare, and banking services who have undergone training to screen for and detect any
suspicious incidents of elder financial abuse. Presently in Malaysia there is no mechanism for
professionals to monitor the financial conditions of an individual in the private sphere.
Professionals, such as medical officers and those in the banking sector, are not legally
obligated or trained to report conduct they suspect may be financial abuse. This could be due
to a lack of guidelines and proper training (Gilhooly et al., 2013). In addition, culture and the
traditional values of a particular society, which discourage people from intervening in family
matters, explain why professionals, doctors, or banking officers found it difficult to manage
any cases that raised a concern about financial exploitation by relatives. This may not be the
case in a country that imposes mandatory reporting laws (Gilhooly et al., 2013). The first-
responder teams may also be counselors or members of religious centers in the community
where victims have close interactions and social relationships. Dong et al. (2011) explained
that the participants believe that a community service center would be a better place to seek
help. This research also found a lack of awareness among the participants in regard to possible
resources other than the police and the service center.

Third, the most fundamental step in preventing financial abuse by changing attitudes among
social care professionals, as well as family members and older persons, themselves, is to raise
awareness. This should be developed from the local or individual level, which can then inform
organizational, national, and international policy (Wendt et al., 2015; Lowenstein, 2009). At
the national level, raising awareness must include strengthening filial piety among the
Malaysian younger generation. Family-friendly policies must be put in place to revive the
value of filial piety. But this suggestion is offered with caution: any types of policies must
consider the landscape of today’s reality compared to the past. In today’s world, adult
children are faced with many challenges in meeting the needs of their aged parents. In light
of today’s reality, forcing adult children to be legally obligated to care for an older parent may
seem unfair if no economic support is provided to them when, at the same time, adult
children are struggling to meet the needs of their own family.

Recognizing the difficulty of investigating and proving the incidents of exploitation, which
often occurs in private settings, the best way to address the issue is through prevention
strategies at the individual level. In terms of education, participants in this study recognized
the importance of advocacy in the fields of elder abuse. Almost all participants’ reflections
included empowering older people. This was expressed by a few participants who reported
that they wish other older people will be financially capable of managing their own affairs.
Financial institutions can create awareness campaigns for older people on the importance of
financial literacy and managing their finances. Campaigns can also be conducted in schools to
raise awareness among the younger generation on the importance of family values and of
respecting the elderly. It is also important for families and older people to be informed of the
consequences of reporting experiences of financial exploitation. Older people should be
encouraged to report and not succumb to stigma in society. Public awareness campaigns
stressing the nature, extent, and impact of financial abuse of older persons must be
conducted constantly and continuously. Prevention programs that focus on information
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dissemination, outreach, education and training, and the importance of money management
are vital.

One limitation of a qualitative study is that the results cannot be generalized. Based on the
data, it is believed that these experiences will not be the same if a similar study were
conducted in a different locality or among older persons of similar context, race, and
background. This study focuses on obtaining a qualitative, in-depth understanding of older
persons who experience financial abuse by family members, and only those who can converse
fluently in Bahasa Melayu and in English. Optimistically, the results of this study may inform
policy makers, legislators, and relevant authorities by helping them to understand how older
persons give meaning to the financial abuse experience and how they deal with such
incidents.

Conclusion

This investigation proved that victims’ silence speaks volumes. This qualitative study formed
the basis for a greater effort to elucidate the importance of legal and social protection for
victims of elder financial abuse, as well as the need to find alternative solutions to legal action
that preserve the family institution. A multidisciplinary approach from the health and financial
sectors can improve statistics on abuse incidents. Primary health care workers and bank
officers are among the first responders to identify victims of financial exploitation. Having a
mandatory reporting mechanism would bring the victims directly into the system for
intervention. Statistical data may be improved and eliminate the underreporting issue.
Attention should focus on providing the best support systems to victims of abuse, with
consideration for their living conditions and the intervention process. Under these
circumstances, the old saying of “no news is good news” is not valid since existing legislation
and policies force victims of financial elder abuse to remain grim and silent.
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Table
Table 1
Participants’ Socio-Demographic Profiles
EDUCATION | EMPLOYMENT | CURRENT PLACE
PARTICIPANT | AGE | GENDER | RELIGION/RACE LEVEL STATUS OF LIVING INCOME
P1 74 | Female | Islam/Malay | SPM Government | Paid old folks | o,/ 45
pensioner center
P2 75 Male Islam/ Indian SPM Not working Welfare RM3,000
. . RM1,000-
P3 61 Male Islam/ Chinese Standard 5 Not working Welfare 1500
Own house with
adult  children
P4 60 Female Islam/ Malay Standard 2 Cleaner and RM1,200
grandchildren
Part time, | Own house with RM700—
P5 60 Female Islam/ Malay Standard 1 selling  food | husband and
. . 1,000
items grandchildren
P6 77 Male Islam/ Malay Standard 6 Pensioner Paid care center | RM2,000+
P7 67 Female Hindu/ Indian Standard 4 Not working Welfare TI\;I;(,)OOO—
P8 86 Female Islam/ Malay Standard 5 Not working Welfare RM3,000
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